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Introduction 

 It is a common misconception that international Islamic extremism is currently the biggest terrorist 

threat to our country.  The truth is that domestic right-wing extremists have been more active and deadly 

when they attack since 9/11. As of 2017 in the U.S., there are 130 active Ku Klux Klan groups, 663 militia 

groups, and 99 neo-Nazi groups. Some of the different ideologies, which will be discussed later on, 

experienced not only an increase in the number of groups, but an increase in membership from 2008-2016 as 

well.  

 So why are so many people more afraid of Islamic terrorism than right wing terrorism? To suggest 

one single thing has made this true would be wrong, however some factors are believed to play a bigger role 

in this than others. One explanation is that after 9/11, both the government and media turned their attention 

toward radical Islamic extremists such as al-Qaeda. Part of this problem is that the government seem to be 

more focused on and utilize more resources on countering Islamic terrorism. Since 2008, federal law 

enforcement has prevented 76% of plots planned by Islamic terrorists and only 35% of attacks planned by 

right wing terrorists. Attacks committed by non-Islamic or white terrorists were and are still labeled as hate 

crimes. Some have suggested that the idea of terrorism is entirely an international problem. This would then 

shine light on why some people are so nervous to label right-wing attackers in America as terrorists.  

Definitions: 

Aryan (according to the White Supremacist ideology): A Caucasian of non-
Jewish decent   

Anti-Semitic/Anti-Semitism  Hostility to or prejudice against Jews 

White Separatists Belief that white people should be economically, socially and 
culturally separate from other races.  

White Ethnostate A state that is run and populated by only white poeple 
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What is Right-Wing Terrorism? 

 Right-wing terrorism has historically not been confined to one specific time period, like other forms 

of terrorism (anarchists in the late 1800s and left wing in the late 1900s, for example). This is because right-

wing terrorism is highly contextual, meaning that the set of circumstances that leads to the creation of a 

right wing group depends greatly on the individual situation of a country. Often times, these groups spring up 

in the face of more liberal social or political change occurring within a country. In the U.S. for example, the Ku  

Klux Klan arose during the period of Reconstruction after the Civil War to oppose the equal treatment African-

Americans . Right-wing groups believe in an extreme form of a conservative ideology, often fiercely opposing 

legislation on subjects like gun control, the legalization of abortion and same-sex marriage. Essentially, they 

want to preserve the status quo, rather than adapt to any major societal changes. Right-wing terrorism 

encompasses a number of different ideologies. A few popular belief systems today are racist, anti-

government, and Christian identity. Many groups have elements of all three incorporated in their specific 

ideologies. The diagram below shows how they are categorized and sub-categorized: 

 

The Ideologies 
  
Racist: 

As displayed in the chart above, this type of right wing terrorism is divided up into a few different subgroups. 

There are white supremacists, neo-Nazis and racist skinheads. All of these ideologies focus predominantly on 

race, but have slight differences between them.  
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White Supremacists: After the incident in Charlottesville, VA in 2017, this group of individuals gathered an 

increased amount of attention. These people believe that the white or Aryan race is superior to any other and 

they often back up their beliefs with faulty science (white people have higher IQs simply because they are 

white, for example). White supremacists also believe that the white race is being threatened by the growing 

population of non-white people in some areas. This terrorist ideology became especially popular in the US 

during the Civil War and during Reconstruction with the fall of slavery and the creation of the Klu Klux Klan 

(KKK).  

 

Neo-Nazis: This belief system is based on the hatred of Jewish people and the idea that the Jews are 

controlling things like the government, the media, and financial institutions. Additionally, they believe that 

Jews are responsible for any and all social problems in this country. While Jews are enemy-number-one, these 

groups also have strong hatred for minorities, non-white immigrants, and people who are not heterosexual. 

They look up to men like Adolf Hitler and glorify Nazi Germany. Some of the most well known neo-Nazi groups 

are the National Alliance, which is no longer active, and the Aryan Nations, which has slowly faded into non-

existence over the past few years. In 2002 and 2004 respectively, the leaders of both the National Alliance 

and the Aryan Nations died. A group called the National Socialist Movement then rose up in the void of 

meaningful neo-Nazi leadership. The group grew fast to become the largest neo-Nazi group in the country and 

is known for both its violent anti-Semitic beliefs as well as its provocative protesting style.  

 
Racist Skinhead: This form of racist ideology can be traced back to England in the late 1960s when it emerged 

as a subculture amongst members of the working class. From there, it spread to the rest of the United 

Kingdom and years later, to the United States. There is a sense of subculture that comes along with the 

skinhead community. Many of them have historically worn Doc Martens boots, green bomber jackets, and 

other classic "working class" apparel. Recently however has seen a move away from this subculture. The 

skinhead movement did not start out with racist beliefs. It was not until about 10 years after its founding that 
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racism became a main component to the movement. Currently, this ideology can be compared to a more 

violent form of white supremacy or neo-Nazism. 

 

Anti-federalist: 

The anti-federalist, or anti-government movement in the US has grown significantly over the past 10 years. 

The Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) reported that there were 623 active groups in 2016.  There are a few 

different types on anti-government groups, militia groups, sovereign citizens, and anti-taxation groups. 

Essentially, these groups believe that the U.S. government is not legitimate and that their rights are being 

threatened by government officials and legislation, (e.g.. gun control). 

 

Militia/Patriot: These groups combine their anti-government ideology with paramilitary tactics, although a 

number of these groups do not resort to violence. There were two events in American history that really 

spurred on anti-government groups, particularly militia groups, the stand off in Ruby Ridge, Idaho, and the 

standoff with the Branch Davidians at their compound in Waco Texas. These will be discussed in greater 

detail below.  

 

Sovereign Citizens: This movement has been around since the late 1900s and it is estimated that their 

numbers could be upwards of a few hundred thousand nationwide. They believe that the U.S. government 

does not have any authority over them. According to members of this group, the government cannot tax them 

or make and enforce any laws. If the government tries to enforce its laws upon a sovereign citizen, they have 

been known abuse legal loopholes and bombard the government with frivolous legal paperwork as a means of 

harassment and to evade any legal consequences. As for the anti-taxation groups, their beliefs are more 

What do you think? 
 In 2008, there were approximately 174 active militia groups. Four years later, the number of groups skyrocketed to 1,306. 

What do you think can be accounted for this increase? 
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Oklahoma City Bombing 
In April of 1995, Timothy McVeigh set off a car bomb at a federal building in Oklahoma City. At the time, it was the 
deadliest terrorist attack in American history, killing 168 people. McVeigh is best categorized as a right-wing 
terrorist, combining beliefs of Christian Identity, Anti-Federalist, and White Supremacy. He was motivated by both 
the events at Ruby Ridge and Waco, and a racist book "The Turner Diaries" 

specific, they think that the US uses taxation as a form of oppression and they have a legal and moral right 

not to pay their taxes. Both types of groups have been known to attack the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and 

other law enforcement officers. 

Christian Identity: 

There are 3 main aspects to the Christian Identity or Christian Fundamentalist group’s ideology: 1. Aryans are 

put on the Earth to do God’s work, 2. Jews are the offspring of Satan and Eve, and 3. The world is about to fall 

into an apocalyptic struggle between good and evil. Violence committed by Christians in the name of their 

extreme beliefs can actually be traced back to the early 1600s. In 1605, a group of Catholic fundamentalists, 

including a man named Guy Fawkes, planned what was today known as the Gunpowder Plot. England was 

largely Protestant at the time and Catholics felt oppressed by the monarchy. Fawkes and a few other men 

stored up barrels of gunpowder in a vault below Parliament, but were caught and executed before they were 

able to carry out the attack. A more recent and deadly example would be the violence against the abortion 

clinics during the late 1900s. The Supreme Court legalized abortion in the 1973 and just in the next 30 years 

alone, there have been over 300 instances of extreme violence (arson, bombings, killing doctors, etc.), much 

of it perpetrated by a Christian, anti abortionist terrorist group known as the Army of God.  

 

Ruby Ridge , Waco & the Aftermath 

 In the early 1990s, there were two events that energized right wing terrorism and greatly contributed 

to the growth of militia groups. The first was a siege of one family’s cabin in rural northern Idaho. The second 

involved a religious group known as the Branch Davidians in Waco, Texas. 
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 In August of 1992, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) began what would become an 11 

day siege on a cabin in remote northern Idaho. Randy Weaver, a white separatist, was in trouble with the law 

for selling 2 illegally modified shotguns to an ATF informant. He and his family lived in a cabin in the woods, 

away from society and did not trust the federal government. One day, one of the family’s dogs picked up an 

agent’s scent and in the matter of a few minutes, the dog, Randy’s son, Sam, and a Marshal, William Degan 

were shot and killed. The next day, the FBI got involved, Randy Weaver and family friend Kevin Harris were 

shot on sight (injured, not killed), his wife, Vicki was shot and killed. Randy Weaver was arrested, served 18 

months in jail, and he and his family were awarded over $3 million for the loss of Sam and Vicki by the 

government.   

 Less than a year later in 1993, the ATF was investigating a religious compound of Branch Davidians in 

Waco Texas because it was suspected that they had amassed a collection of explosives and high powered 

guns illegally. When the ATF and FBI showed up, the people in the compound immediately began shooting and 

4 ATF agents and 6 Branch Davidians were killed. After a few weeks, the FBI and the ATF decided to move in, 

after reports that conditions were very poor in the compound and there were many children trapped inside. 

The government had wanted to use tear gas to flush them out of the compound, but the Davidians started to 

fire on the agents and several fires broke out in the building. In the end, 76 Branch Davidians died in the 

compound, 17 of them were children. 

 After these two events the 

American far right was in an uproar. The 

actions of the federal government only 

increased the distrust and hatred among 

these disillusioned people. During the 

sieges, hundreds of protesters came from 

around the country to voice their disdain 

of the government. Soon, more militia 
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groups began to spring up and membership increased tremendously. In a few years, the movement reached 

its peak and there was one group in almost every state in the country.  

 

The ‘Alt-Right” and Charlottesville  

 In 2008, the term “Alt-right” was coined, and today the movement is growing in size and reputation. 

But what does “Alt-right” really mean? Are they a terrorist group? 

The Alt-right is a loose and somewhat informal movement based on white nationalism and anti-Semitism. 

Some people view the alt-right as a full blown ideology, and others view it more as a movement. This lack of 

clarity has created some confusion within the movement, as well as some confusion among the rest of the 

country. They are against mainstream conservative beliefs and believe in protecting “white identity”, which 

they perceive to be under attack. A major element of their movement is the desire to create an all white 

ethnostate. 

 This movement has been gaining national attention recently, especially in the wake of the 

Charlottesville protests in August of 2017. While they share many of the same ideological beliefs as white 

supremacists, they are not in fact a terrorist organization. Committing violence on behalf of their beliefs is 

generally not something that the people involved in this movement engage in. However, it is important to 

realize that if anyone who is a part of the alt-right committed an act of violence because of their political 

beliefs, that person would be considered a terrorist.  

 

Conclusion 
 Right-wing terrorism is one of the most conflicting forms of terrorism in the world. The history of the 

likes of the KKK and white supremacy have been entrenched in American society for much of its history. 

Recently however, there has been a social shift against the extreme right. The extreme right has been a 

disjointed movement to this point; for example, the skinheads have historically feuded with groups like the 

Sovereign Citizens or militia groups.  

 


